A SHORTER HISTORY OF ENGLAND
in English harbours and sailed from them. In the year 1870 ihe
Foreign Enlistment Act was passed, which gratified the United
States by saying that in future it was to be an offence to build
ships under these circumstances. In May 1871 the Treaty of
Washington was signed, including an apology for the action of
the privateers and admitting arbitration. Counsel were to be
heard in this arbitration (at Geneva) two years later, and three
and a quarter million pounds damages were paid. Since then
many cases of conflict have arisen, the wording of Notes has
often been, especially from the American side, emphatic—but
the conclusion has always been the same. Indeed, one of the
principal changes in the history of England since the year 1870
has been this continuous acceptation of a unilateral agreement
whereby, at no matter what an expense, friendship with the
United States should be preserved. It has been so preserved,
but at a cost of the complete reversal of the old attitude that
England stood independent of every other Great Power, and
ready to throw her weight into this scale or that to her own
advantage.
The Breakdown of Agriculture. In the first years of
this phase—that is, after 1870—general prices rose and agri-
cultural prices with them. Wheat had remained close on 505. a
quarter; it rose by 1873 to 53^., higher than it had been since
the Crimean War. It still remained in the neighbourhood of
those prices till the late seventies and early eighties, when it
began to fall very rapidly. By 1882 it was down 25 per cent,, and
by the end of the fifteen years 1870-85 it was selling for little
more than half the price it had fetched in the earlier part of
the period.
Thus began a breakdown of the agricultural system in these
islands through the fall in agricultural prices, particularly the
price of wheat, upon which crop all mixed or general farming
depends. It became impossible to pay rents on the old scale,
and the farmers' profits began to disappear, and England, which
had already become a country needing great imports of grain,
became henceforward largely dependent upon foreign supplies.
So far as Great Britain was concerned, this change effected a
readjustment in the structure of society. It lowered the position
of the country gentleman, who had depended upon his rents
rather than upon other forms of wealth; it took the heart out
of the English farmer; it completed and emphasized the already
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